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(54) Apparatus for separating magnetic particles 

(57) Apparatus for fast separation of magnetic par- 
ticles in suspension in a liquid contained in a reaction • 
vessel of the type used in an automatic sampler for 
processing biological samples, comprising: 

(a) a rotatable carrier (11) holding an array of mag- 
net elements (14-19); 

(b) said array of magnet elements (14-19) compris- 
ing a first magnet element (14) and at least a second 
magnet element (15), said magnet elements being 
positioned on the carrier (11) at different distances 
from the rotation axis (51) of the carrier and the 
centers of the first and second magnet elements ly- 
ing on radii located at different azimuth angles, the 
carrier (11) and the array of magnet elements being 
so dimensioned that by rotation of the carrier the 
first magnet element (14) can be positioned close 
to the external side wall of the reaction vessel (13) 
on one side thereof and at a first predetermined 
height, and that by further rotation of the carrier (11 ), 
the second magnet element (1 5) can be positioned 
close to said external side wall at a second height, 
said second predetermined height being different 
from said first one; and 

(c) selectively positioning said carrier (11) at a plu- 
rality of predetermined angular positions. 
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Description 

[0001] The invention relates to an apparatus for sep- 
arating magnetic particles in suspension in a liquid con- 
tained in a reaction vessel of the type used in an auto- 
matic apparatus for processing biological samples, said 
processing including introducing a sample and one or 
more reagents into the reaction vessel. 
[0002] Magnetic particles are used as solid phase for 
performing diagnostic assays, e.g. immunoassays. 
Such assays comprise steps in which the magnetic par- 
ticles are in suspension in a reaction solution contained 
in a reaction vessel. In other steps it is necessary to sep- 
arate the magnetic particles from the liquid contained in 
the reaction vessel. In known apparatus this is usually 
done by attracting the magnetic particles to the walls of 
the reaction vessel by means of magnets positioned 
close to the outer side wall of the reaction vessel and by 
extracting the liquid from the reaction vessel by suitable 
means. This separation step is usually followed by a so 
called washing step in which the magnets are withdrawn 
to eliminate the magnetic force which held the magnetic 
particles on the inner wall of the reaction vessel during 
the previous separation step and fresh liquid pipetted 
into the reaction vessel in a way suitable to cause re- 
suspension of the magnetic particles in the liquid con- 
tained in the reaction vessel. 

[0003] A disadvantage of known apparatuses for per- 
forming the above described separation step is that the 
relative movement of the magnet or magnets with re- 
spect to the reaction vessel is a translational movement 
and this has the disadvantage that the magnetic force 
. exerted on the magnetic particles cannot be quickly re- 
moved and this causes an undesirable delay of the re- 
suspension step. According to WO-A-96/31 781 this lat- 
ter disadvantage can be overcome by moving the mag- 
net or magnets along a circular path. 
[0004] In known apparatuses for performing the 
above described separation step the magnet or mag- 
nets used therefor are positioned always at the same 
position. This has the disadvantage that the separation 
step is carried out properly and fast enough only for a 
limited variation range of the amount of the reaction so- 
lution contained in the reaction vessel. Outside that lim- 
ited range the separation step is too slow and not quite 
proper. 

[0005] A main object of the invention, therefore, is to 
provide an apparatus of the type indicated in the pream- 
ble of this description so devised as to overcome the 
above mentioned disadvantages of prior art apparatus- 
es. 

[0006] A further object of the invention is to provide 
an apparatus of the type indicated in the preamble which 
is in addition suitable for performing not only the above 
described separation step, but also the washing step. 
[0007] According to the invention, this problem is 
solved by an apparatus of the type indicated in the pre- 
amble of this description which is characterized in that 



it comprises 

a) a carrier holding an array of magnet elements; 
said carrier being rotatable about a rotation axis, 

5 b) said array of magnet elements comprising a first 
magnet element and at least a second magnet ele- 
ment, said first and second magnet elements being 
positioned on the carrier at different distances from 
the rotation axis and the centers of the first magnet 

io element and of the second magnet element lying on 
radii located at different azimuth angles, 
the carrier and the array of magnet elements being 
so configured and dimensioned that 
by rotation of the carrier the first magnet element 

15 can be positioned close to the external surface of a 
side wall of the reaction vessel on one side thereof 
and at a first predetermined height with respect to 
the bottom of the reaction vessel, and that 
by further rotation' of the carrier of a predetermined 

20 angle the at least second magnet element can be 
positioned close to said external surface of the side 
wall of the reaction vessel at a second predeter- 
mined height with respect to the bottom of the reac- 
tion vessel, said second predetermined height be- 

25 jng different from said first predetermined height, 
and 

c) means for selectively positioning said carrier and 
thereby said array of magnet elements at a plurality 
of predetermined angular positions. 

30 

[0008] The main advantage of the apparatus accord- 
ing to the invention as compared with the prior art is that 
it makes possible to obtain a fast separation of magnetic 
particles contained in suspension in a reaction solution 

35 contained in a reaction vessel. This fast separation be- 
ing obtained by rapid positioning of magnets close to the 
reaction vessel and at a plurality of selected heights with 
respect to the bottom of the reaction vessel, the height 
at which a magnet is positioned at a given point of time 

40 being selected according to a processing step to be car- 
ried out in the reaction vessel and/or according to the 
amount of reaction solution contained in the reaction 
vessel. This makes possible optimum adaptation of 
magnetic particle separation step to the process step 

45 being carried out in the reaction vessel. 

[0009] A further advantage of the apparatus accord- 
ing to the invention is that it also makes possible rapid 
removal of magnets positioned close to the reaction ves- 
sel during a separation step. This rapid removal makes 

50 possible to reduce the time interval necessary to obtain 
a resuspension of the magnetic particles in liquid con- 
tained in the reaction vessel. 
[0010] A preferred embodiment of the apparatus ac- 
cording to the invention is characterized in that it com- 

55 prises 

a) a first carrier holding a first array of magnet ele- 
ments; said first carrier being rotatable about a first 
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rotation axis, 

b) a second carrier holding a second array of mag- 
net elements; said second carrier being rotatable 
about a second rotation axis, 

c) said first and second carriers being so connected 
with each other that rotation of one the carriers of a 
predetermined angle causes rotation of the other 
carrier of the same angle, 

d) each of said first and second arrays of magnet 
elements comprising a first magnet element and at 
least a second magnet element, said first and sec- 
ond magnet elements being positioned on the car- 
rier at different distances from the rotation axis of 
the respective carrier of the array of magnet ele- 
ments and the centers of the first magnet element 
and of the at least second magnet element lying on 
radii located at different azimuth angles, 

the carriers and the arrays of magnet elements be- 
ing so configured and dimensioned that 
by rotation of the carriers one or more of the magnet 
elements of the first array of magnet elements can 
be positioned close the external surface of the side 
wall of the reaction vessel on one side thereof 
and/or 

one or more of the magnet elements of the second 
array of magnet elements can be positioned close 
to the external surface of the side wall of the reac- 
tion vessel on the opposite side thereof, and that 
by further rotation of the carriers of a predetermined 
angle other magnet element or elements of the first 
array of magnet elements can be positioned close 
to the external surface of the side wall of the reac- 
tion vessel on one side thereof 
and/or 

other magnet element or elements of the second 
array of magnet elements can be positioned close 
to the external surface of the side wall of the reac- 
tion vessel on the opposite side thereof, and 

e) means for selectively positioning said first and 
second carriers and thereby said first and second 
arrays of magnet elements at a plurality of prede- 
termined angular positions. 

[0011] The advantage of this preferred embodiment 
is that the combined effect of magnets positioned on op- 
posite sides of a reaction vessel makes possible to ob- 
tain a particularly fast separation of magnetic particles 
contained in suspension in a reaction solution contained 
in a reaction vessel, and that such a fast separation is 
obtained even if the width of this vessel is above the 
average. 

[0012] A further preferred embodiment of the appara- 
tus according to the invention is characterized in that it 
comprises 

a) a first carrier holding a first array of magnet ele- 
ments; said first carrier being rotatable about a first 
rotation axis, 



b) a second carrier holding a second array of mag- 
net elements; said second carrier being rotatable 
about a second rotation axis, 

c) said first and second carriers being so connected 
5 with each other that rotation of one the carriers of a 

predetermined angle causes rotation of the other 
carrier of the same angle, 

d) each of said first and second arrays of magnet 
elements comprising a first magnet element and at 

10 least a second magnet element, 

said first and second magnet elements being posi- 
tioned on the carrier which holds the array at differ- 
ent distances from the rotation axis of the carrier 
and the centers of the first magnet element and of 

15 the at least second magnet element lying on radii 
located at different azimuth angles, said first and 
second carrier and the arrays of magnet elements 
they hold being so configured and dimensioned that 
by rotation of the carriers one or more of the magnet 

20 elements of the first array of magnet elements can 
be positioned close to the external surface of the 
side wall of the reaction vessel on one side thereof , 
and that by further rotation of the carriers of a pre- 
determined angle one or more of the magnet ele- 

25 ments of the second array of magnet elements can 
be positioned close to the external surface of the 
side wall of the reaction vessel on the opposite side 
thereof, 

whereby one or more magnet elements are alterna- 
30 tively positioned close to the external surface of the 
side wall of the reaction vessel either on one side 
or on the opposite side thereof, simultaneous posi- 
tioning of magnet elements close to the external 
surface of the side wall of the reaction vessel on 
35 both sides thereof being excluded, and 

e) means for selectively positioning said first and 
second carriers and thereby said first and second 
arrays of magnet elements at a plurality of prede- 
termined angular positions. 

40 

[0013] The advantage of this preferred embodiment 
is that it makes possible to carry out a washing step, that 
is a washing of the magnetic particles in suspension in 
a liquid, e.g. water, contained in a reaction vessel, by 

45 alternatively positioning a magnet or an array of magnet 
elements either on one side of the vessel or on the op- 
posite side of the vessel, and thereby causing migration 
of the magnetic particles through the liquid from one side 
of the vessel to the opposite side thereof, the sense of 

50 this migration being reversed by changing the side on 
which a magnet is positioned close to the vessel. 
[0014] Another preferred embodiment of the appara- 
tus according to the invention is characterized in that 
each of the magnet elements of said array or arrays of 

55 magnet elements comprises one or more magnets hav- 
ing the same width and the same azimuthal position on 
the carrier of the array. 

[0015] A further preferred embodiment of the appara- 
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tus according to the invention is characterized in that the 
axis of rotation of the carrier, respectively of each of the 
carriers, intersects with the length axis of the reaction 
vessel at a point located below the bottom of the reaction 
vessel. 

[0016] A further preferred embodiment of the appara- 
tus according to the invention comprising a first and a 
second rotatable carrier is characterized in that the axis 
of rotation of the carriers form an angle which is in the- 
range between Sand 10 degrees. In an alternative pre- 
ferred embodiment the carriers have a common axis of 
rotation. 

[0017] A further preferred embodiment of the appara- 
tus according to the invention is characterized in that 
said means for selectively positioning said carrier or car- 
riers are apt to position said carrier or carriers at prede- 
termined angular positions which are selected accord- 
ing to a processing step to be carried out in that reaction 
vessel and/or according to the amount of liquid in the 
reaction vessel. 

[0018] A further preferred embodiment of the appara- 
tus according to the invention is characterized in that 
said plurality of predetermined angular positions include 
one position at which no magnet element of said array 
or arrays of magnet elements is located close to any ex- 
ternal surface of the reaction vessel. 
[001 9] Examples of embodiments of an apparatus ac- 
cording to the invention are described below with refer- 
ence to the accompanying drawings wherein: 

Fig. 1 is a schematic front view of a first embodiment 
of an apparatus according to the invention. 

Fig. 2 is a side elevation of the apparatus according 
to Fig. 1. 

Fig. 3 is a plan view of the apparatus according to 
Fig. 1. 

Fig. 4 is a front view of a first embodiment of an array 
of magnet elements held by carrier 12 in Fig. 
1. 

Fig. 5 . is a front view of a second embodiment of an 
array of magnet elements held by carrier 12 
in Fig. 1. 

Fig. 6 is an exploded view of magnet array carriers 
of a third embodiment of an apparatus accord- 
ing to the invention. 

Fig. 7a shows a front view of a fourth embodiment of 
an apparatus according to the invention. 

Fig. 7b shows a side elevation view including a cross- 
section through planes indicated by lines A-A 
of the apparatus according to Fig. 7a and 
shows also a reaction vessel 13. 

[0020] Figures 8a and 8b, etc. up to Figures 21a and 
21b show the carriers of arrays of magnet elements 
shown by Figures 7a and 7b in a plurality of angular po- 
sitions and also illustrate different processing steps car- 
ried out in the reaction vessel 13. 
[0.021] Several embodiments of an apparatus accord- 



ing to the invention are described hereinafter. These 
embodiments comprise each two rotatable carriers of 
magnet arrays. Simplified embodiments comprising on- 
ly one rotatable carrier of a magnet array are however 
5 within the scope of the invention. 

First embodiment 

[0022] A first embodiment of an apparatus according 
10 to the invention is shown by Figures 1 to 4. This figures 
show an apparatus for separating magnet particles in 
suspension in a liquid contained in a reaction vessel 13 
of the type used in an automatic apparatus for process- 
ing biological samples. 
1$ [0023] Such a processing includes introduction of a 
sample and one or more reagents into reaction vessel 
13. The apparatus shown by Figures 1 to 4 comprises 
a first carrier 1 1 holding a first array of magnet elements 
14-19. Carrier 11 is rotatable about a rotation axis 51 . 
20 [0024] As shown by Fig. 1. the first array of magnet 
elements 14-19 comprises a first magnet element 14 
and at least a second magnet element 15. These mag- 
net elements are positioned on the carrier 11 at different 
distances from the rotation axis 51 . Some of the magnet 
25 elements 14-19 lie on the same radius, e.g. magnet el- 
ements 18 and 19, and some of the magnet elements 
of the array lie on radii located at different azimuth an- 
gles, e.g. magnet element 14 and magnet element 15. 
[0025] The carrier 11 and the array of magnet ele- 
30 ments 14-1 9 are so configured and dimensioned that by 
rotation of carrier 11 one or more of the magnet ele- 
ments of the first array of magnet elements 14-1 9 can 
be positioned close to the external surface of the side 
wall of the reaction vessel 13 on one side thereof. 
35 [0026] The apparatus further comprises a motor and 
mechanical transmission means controlled by suitable 
control means for rotating and selectively positioning 
said carrier 11 and thereby said array of magnet ele- 
ments 1 4-1 9 at a plurality of predetermined angular po- 
40 sitions with respect to reaction vessel 1 3. 

[0027] In a preferred embodiment the apparatus com- 
prises and a second carrier 12 holding a second array 
of magnet elements 24-29 shown by Fig. 4. Carrier 12 
is rotatable about a rotation axis 52. 
45 [0028] The above description of carrier 11 and array 
of magnet elements 14-19 also applies to carrier 1 2 and 
array of magnet elements 24-29, because both arrays 
of magnet elements are symmetrically arranged with re- 
spect to the longitudinal symmetry axis of reaction ves- 
50 sel, so that for each angular position of carriers 11,12 
identically configured magnet elements or arrays of 
magnet elements are positioned on opposite sides of 
reaction vessel 1 3. 

[0029] Carriers 1 1 , 1 2 are so connected with each oth- 
55 er that rotation of one the carriers of a predetermined 
angle causes rotation of the other carrier of the same 
angle. 

[0030] Each of the magnet elements of the arrays of 
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magnet elements 1 4-1 9 or 24-29 comprises one or more 
magnets having preferably the same width and the 
same azimutha! position on the carrier of the array. 
[0031] The axis 51 of rotation of carrier 11 and the axis 
52 of rotation of carrier 12 intersect with the length axis 
of reaction vessel 1 3 at a point located below the bottom 
of reaction vessel 13. 

[0032] In the embodiment shown by Figures 1 to 4, 
the axis of rotation 51, 52 of the carriers 11, 12 form an 
angle which is in the range between 5 and 10 degrees. 
This is preferred when reaction vessel 13 is part of a 
processing unit having a configuration that makes suit- 
able to have such an angle between the rotation axis 
51 , 52. Otherwise an embodiment is preferred wherein 
the carriers 62, 63 have a common axis of rotation. 

Second embodiment 

[0033] A second embodiment of an apparatus accord- 
ing to the invention is similar to the embodiment de- 
scribed with reference to Figures 1 to 4, but differs there- 
from in that it comprises one or two carriers on each of 
which an array of magnets is mounted which differs from 
the arrays of magnets described with reference to Fig- 
ures 1-4. A preferred array of magnets for this second 
embodiment of the apparatus is array of magnets 32-39 
mounted on a carrier 31 as shown in Fig. 5. 

Third embodiment 

[0034] A third embodiment of an apparatus according 
to the invention comprises magnet arrays shown by Fig. 
6. The exploded view shown by this Figure shows a first 
carrier 42 which carries an array of magnet elements 
54, 55, 56 and a second carrier 43 which carries an array 
of magnet elements 57, 58, 59. Carriers 42, 43 are con- 
nected with each other an with a driving wheel 49 by 
means of coupling elements 44, 45, a ring 47 and a disk 
48. Coupling element 45 includes a shaft 46 driven by 
driving wheel 49. Driving wheel 49 is connected to a mo- 
tor and suitable control means not shown in Fig. 6. By 
means of such motor and control means carriers 42, 43 
can be rotated to a plurality of angular positions for po- 
sitioning magnet elements on carrier 42 and/or carrier 
43 close to the external surface of the side wall of a re- 
action vessel positioned between carriers 42, 43. The 
main difference between this third embodiment and the 
above described first and second embodiments is that 
in this third embodiment in some angular positions mag- 
net elements can be asymmetrically positioned with re- 
spect to the reaction vessel. This makes possible to 
have angular positions where a magnet element is po- 
sitioned only on one side of the reaction vessel, other 
angular positions where magnet elements are posi- 
tioned on opposite sides of the reaction vessel, and also 
angular positions at which no magnet element is posi- 
tioned close to the external surface of the side wall of 
the reaction vessel. 



Fourth embodiment 

[0035] A fourth embodiment of an apparatus accord- 
ing to the invention is described hereinafter with refer- 

s ence to Figures 7a, 7b, 8a, 8b, etc. up to 20a, 20b. 
[0036] Fig. 7a shows a front view of carriers 62, 63 
which carry magnet arrays 71-75 and 81 -85 respective- 
ly. Fig. 7b shows a side elevation view including a cross- 
section through planes indicated by lines A-A of the ap- 

10 paratus according to Fig. 7a and shows also a reaction 
vessel 1 3 positioned between carriers 62, 63. 
[0037] Carriers 62, 63 are connected to a shaft 64 
supported by bearings 66, 67. A coupling element 65 
connects carriers 62 and 63 with each other. Shaft 64 is 

7 5 connected to motor and mechanical transmission 
means (not shown) controlled by suitable control means 
for rotating and selectively positioning said carriers 62, 
63 and thereby the arrays of magnet elements mounted 
on them at a plurality of predetermined angular positions 

20 with respect to reaction vessel 13 positioned between 
carriers 62, 63. 

[0038] Figures 7a, 7b and the figures following them 
show various angular positions of carriers 62, 63 and 
thereby various corresponding angular positions of the 

25 magnet arrays mounted thereon with respect to a reac- 
tion vessel 1 3 located at a predetermined stationary po- 
sition between carriers 62, 63. Figures 7a, 7b and the 
figures following them illustrate in addition various 
processing steps carried out with respect to the contents 

30 of the reaction vessel 1 3. 

Use of an apparatus according to the invention 

[0039] Such a use is described hereinafter for carry- 
35 jng a process to isolate a nucleic acid from biological 
cell material with the fourth embodiment of an apparatus 
according to the invention described above with refer- 
ence to Figures 7a and 7b. Such a process comprises 
the following steps illustrated by the Figures indicated 
40 between parentheses: 

Step 1 : Separation of magnetic particles (Figs. 7a, 
7b) 

45 [0040] In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
position (Pos. 1 ) shown by Fig. 7a. Fig. 7b shows a 
cross-section through A-A in Fig. 7a. As shown by Fig. 
7b, reaction vessel 1 3 contains a predetermined vol- 
ume, e.g. 2.7 ml, of a lysing suspension 91 which con- 
50 tains biological cell material to be lysed and magnetic 
particles used as solid phase in a process for isolating 
nucleic acid contained in said cell material. Magnets 71 
and 81 located on opposite sides of and close to the 
external surface of the side wall of reaction vessel 13 
55 attract magnetic particles contained in lysing suspen- 
sion 91 towards the inner surface of the side wall of re- 
action vessel 1 3. In this way the magnetic particles are 
grouped in layers deposited on opposite sides 92, 93 of 
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the inner surface of the side wall of reaction vessel 1 3. 

Step 2: Aspiration of lysing suspension (Figs. 8a, 
8b) 

[0041] As shown by Fig. 8a, in this step carriers 62 
and 63 have the same angular position (Pos. 1) as in 
step 1 . Fig. 8b shows a cross-section through A-A in Fig. 
8a. in this step 2 lysing suspension 91 is aspirated from 
reaction vessel 1 3 e.g. by means of an automatic pipet- 
tor, and as shown by Fig. 8b a layer of magnetic particles 
remains held on each of the opposite sides 92, 93 of the 
inner surface of the side wall of reaction vessel 13 by 
action of magnetic force exerted on those particles by 
magnets 71 and 81. 

Step 3: Dispensing of a first wash buffer (Figs. 9a, 
9b) 

[0042] As shown by Fig. 9a, in this step carriers 62 
and 63 have the same angular position (Pos. 1) as in 
steps 1 and 2. Fig. 9b shows a cross-section through A- 
A in Fig. 9a. A predetermined volume, e.g. 2.8 ml, of a 
first wash buffer 94 is introduced in reaction vessel 13, 
and as shown by Fig. 9b layers of magnetic particles 
remain held on the inner surface of sides 92, 93 of the 
side wall of reaction vessel 1 3 by magnetic force exerted 
on those particles by magnets 71 and 81 . 

Step 4 a: Washing of magnetic particles (Figs. 10a, 
10b) 

[0043] In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the anguJar 
position (Pos. 3) shown by Fig. 10a. Fig. 10b shows a 
cross-section through C-C in Fig. 10a. As shown by Fig. 
10b, in this step 4a magnets 72, 73 mounted on carrier 
62 and located close to the external surface of the side 
wall of reaction vessel 13 hold the magnetic particles 
located on side 92 of the inner surface of the side wall 
of the reaction vessel 1 3 and attract the layer of mag- 
netic particles located on the opposite side of the inner 
surface of the side wall of the reaction vessel 13. The 
latter particles are thereby moved through wash buffer 
94 and join the magnetic particles of layer which lie on 
the opposite side 92 of the inner surface of the side wall 
of reaction vessel 1 3. In this way the magnetic particles 
of layer which are moved from side 93 to the opposite 
side 92 get washed by wash buffer 94. At the end of this 
step 4a all magnetic particles are grouped in a layer on 
side 92 of the inner surface of the side wall of reaction 
vessel in a region dose to magnets 72 : 73. 

Step 4b: Washing of magnetic particles (Figs. 11a, 
11b) 

[0044] in this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
position (Pos. 4) shown by Fig. 11a. Fig. 11b shows a 
cross-section through D-D in Fig. 11a. As shown by Fig. 



11b, in this step 4b magnets 82, 83 mounted on carrier 
63 and located close to the external surface of the side 
wall of reaction vessel 13 move the magnetic particles 
from side 92 of the inner surface of the side wall of the 

5 reaction vessel 13 to the opposite side 93 of the inner 
surface of the side wall of the reaction vessel 13. The 
magnetic particles are moved through the first wash 
buffer 94 and get thereby washed by this wash buffer. 
At the end of this step 4b all magnetic particles are 

10 grouped in a layer on side 93 of the inner surface of the 
side wall of reaction vessel in a region close to magnets 
82, 83. 

[0045] Steps 4a and 4b are repeated e.g. 3 times. 

15 step 5: Separation of magnetic particles to low level 
(Figs. 12a, 12b) 

[0046] In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
position (Pos. 5) shown by Fig. 12a. Fig. 12b shows a 
20 cross-section through E-E in Fig. 1 2a. As shown by Fig. 
12b, in this step 5 a magnet 74 mounted on carrier 62 
and located close to the lower part of the external sur- 
face of the side wall of reaction vessel 13 moves the 
magnetic particles from side 93 of the inner surface of 
25 the side wall of the reaction vessel 1 3 to the lower part 
of the opposite side 92 of the inner surface of the side 
wall of the reaction vessel 1 3. 

Step 6: Aspiration of wash buffer (Figs. 13a, 13b) 

30 

[0047] As shown by Fig. 13a, in this step carriers 62 
and 63 have the same angular position (Pos. 5) as in 
step 5. Fig. 13b shows a cross-section through E-E in 
Fig. 13a. In this step 6 the first wash buffer 94 is aspi- 

35 rated from reaction vessel 1 3 e.g. by means of an auto- 
matic pipettor, and as. shown by Fig. 13b a layer 95 of 
magnetic particles remains held on the lower part of side 
92 of the inner surface of the side wall of reaction vessel 
1 3 by action of magnetic force exerted on those particles 

40 by magnet 74 mounted on carrier 62. 

Step 7: Dispensing of wash buffer (Figs. 14a, 14b) 

[0048] As shown by Fig. 14a, in this step carriers 62 
45 and 63 have the same angular position (Pos. 5) as in 
steps 5 and 6. Fig. 14b shows a cross-section through 
E-E in Fig. 14a. In this step 7 a predetermined volume, 
e.g. 1 ml, of a second wash buffer 96 is introduced in 
reaction vessel 1 3, and as shown by Fig. 1 4b a layer 95 
50 of magnetic particles remains held on the inner surface 
of sides 92 of the side wall of reaction vessel 1 3 by mag- 
netic force exerted on those particles by magnet 74 
mounted on carrier 62. 

55 step 8a: Washing of magnetic particles (Figs. 15a, 
15b) 

[0049] In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
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position (Pos. 5) shown by Fig. 15a. Fig. 15b shows a 
cross-section through E-E in Fig. 15a. As shown by Fig. 
15b, in this step 8a magnet 74 mounted on carrier 62 
and located close to the external surface of the side wall 
of reaction vessel 1 3 holds the magnetic particles locat- 
ed on the lower part of side 92 of the inner surface of 
the side wall of the reaction vessel 1 3. At the end of this 
step 8a all magnetic particles are grouped in a layer on 
side 92 of the inner surface of the side wall of reaction 
vessel in a region close to magnets 72, 73. 

Step 8b: Washing of magnetic particles (Figs. 16a, 
16b) 

[0050] . In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
position (Pos. 6) shown by Fig. 16a. Fig. 16b shows a 
cross-section through F-F in Fig. 16a. As shown by Fig. 
16b, in this step 8b magnets 84, 85 mounted on carrier 
63 and located close to the external surface of the side 
wall of reaction vessel 1 3 move the magnetic particles 
from the lower part of side 92 to the lower part of oppo- 
site side 93 of the inner surface of the side wall of the 
reaction vessel 1 3. The magnetic particles are moved 
through wash buffer 96 and get thereby washed by this 
wash buffer. At the end of this step 8b all magnetic par- 
ticles are grouped in a layer on the lower part of side 93 
of the inner surface of the side wall of reaction vessel 
1 3 in a region close to magnets 84, 85. 
[0051] Steps 8a and 8b are repeated e.g. 3 times. 

Step 9: Separation of magnetic particles to low level 
(Figs. 17a, 17b) 

[0052] In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
position (Pos. 7) shown by Fig. 17a. Fig. 17b shows a 
cross-section through G-G in Fig. 1 7a. As shown by Fig. 
1 7b, in this step 9 magnet 75 mounted on carrier 62 and 
located close to the external surface of the side wall of 
reaction vessel 13 moves the magnetic particles from 
the lower part of side 93 to the lowest part of the opposite 
side 92 of the inner surface of the side wall of the reac- 
tion vessel 1 3. 

Step 10: Aspiration of wash buffer (Figs. 18a, 18b) 

[0053] As shown by Fig. 18a, in this step carriers 62 
and 63 have the same angular position (Pos. 7) as in 
step 9. Fig. 18b shows a cross-section through G-G in 
Fig. 18a. In this step 10 the second wash buffer 94 is 
aspirated from reaction vessel 13 e.g. by means of an 
automatic pipettor, and as shown by Fig. 18b a layer 97 
of magnetic particles remains held on the lowest part of 
side 92 of the inner surface of the side wall of reaction 
vessel 13 by action of magnetic force exerted on those 
particles by magnet 75 mounted on carrier 62. 



Step 11: Release of pellets (Figs. 19a, 19b) 

[0054] In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
position (Pos. 6) shown by Fig. 19a. Fig. 19b shows a 
5 cross-section through F-F in Fig. 1 9a. As shown by Fig. 
19b, in this step 11 magnets 84, 85 mounted on carrier 
53 and located close to the external surface of the side 
wall of reaction vessel 1 3 release pellets which form lay- 
er 97 of magnetic particles by moving them from the low- 
10 est part of side 92 to the lowest part of side 93 of the 
inner surface of the side wall of the reaction vessel 1 3. 

Step 12: Addition of specimen diluent (Figs. 20a, 
20b) 

[0055] In this step carriers 62 and 63 have the angular 
position (Pos. 2) shown by Fig. 20a. Fig. 20b shows a 
cross-section through B-B in Fig. 20a. As shown by Fig. 
20b, in this step 12 none of the magnets mounted on 
carriers 62 and 63 are located close to the external sur- 
face of the side wall of reaction vessel 13. A predeter- 
mined volume of specimen diluent 98 is dispensed into 
reaction vessel 1 3. 

Step 13: Mixing of magnet particles in reaction 
vessel (Figs. 21a, 21b) 

[0056] As shown by Fig. 21a, in this step carriers 62 
and 63 have the same angular position (Pos. 2) as in 
step 12. Fig. 21b shows a cross-section through B-B in 
Fig. 21a. In this step 13, by means of a so called titra- 
tion step the magnet particles present in the suspension 
contained in the reaction vessel 1 3 are thoroughly mixed 
by repeatedly aspirating said liquid from the vessel and 
redispensing it into the reaction vessel, e.g. by means 
of an automatic pipettor. This aspirating and redispens- 
ing is suggested in Fig. 21b by arrows pointing in oppo- 
site senses. At the end of step 13 reaction vessel con- 
tains a sample containing nucleic acid extracted from 
the biological cell material contained in the primary sam- 
ple contained in reaction vessel 13 at the beginning of 
step 1 . The nucleic acid sample present in reaction ves- 
sel 1 3 at the end of step 1 3 can be used e.g. for carrying 
out a polymerase chain reaction to amplify said nucleic 
acid. 

Supplementary description of above described 
embodiments 

[0057] A common feature of the above described em- 
bodiments is that the means for selectively positioning 
the carrier or carriers which hold the magnet elements 
are adapted to position said carrier or carriers at prede- 
termined angular positions which are selected accord- 
ing to a processing step to be carried out in that reaction 
vessel 1 3 and/or according to the amount of liquid in the 
reaction vessel 13. 

[0058] As described above with reference to embod- 
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iments 3 and 4 at some of the predetermined angular 
positions ot the carrier or carriers of magnet elements 
one or more magnet elements can be positioned close 
to the external surface of only one side of the reaction 
vessel 13, whereas in other of such predetermined an- 5 
gular positions one or more magnet elements can be 
positioned close to the external surface of the reaction 
vessel 1 3 on one side thereof and also close to the ex- 
ternal surface of the reaction vessel on the opposite side 
thereof. As described above in particular with reference 10 
to embodiment 4 at least one of the predetermined an- 
gular positions of the carrier or carriers of magnet ele- 
ments can be a position at which no magnet element is 
located close to any external surface of the reaction ves- 
sel! 3. 15 
[0059] In all above described embodiments of an ap- 
paratus according to the invention: 

each of the magnet elements of said array or arrays 
of magnet elements preferably comprises one or 20 
more magnets having the same width and the same 
azimuthal position on the carrier of the array, and 
the axis of rotation of the carrier, respectively of 
each of the carriers, preferably intersects with the 
length axis of the reaction vessel at a point located 25 
below the bottom of the reaction vessel. 

[0060] In embodiments comprising two carriers of ar- 
rays of magnet elements, these carriers have preferably 
a common axis of rotation. so 
[0061] In all above described embodiments of an ap- 
paratus according to the invention the apparatus com- 
prises a motor and mechanical transmission means 
controlled by suitable control means for rotating and se- 
lectively positioning said carrier 1 1 and thereby said ar- 35 2. 
ray of magnet elements at a plurality of predetermined . 
angular positions with respect to reaction vessel. Such 
control means preferably include means which perform 
the necessary control in response to commands provid- 
ed by a process control unit which controls the process- 40 
ing of a sample-reagent mixture being processed in the 
reaction vessel. All control means just mentioned can 
be e.g. part of a control unit of an automatic apparatus. 
Such control means can include hardware and software 
means. 4S 



Claims 

1. An apparatus for separating magnetic particles in so 
suspension in a liquid contained in a reaction vessel 
of the type used in an automatic apparatus for 
processing biological samples, said processing in- 
cluding introducing a sample and one or more rea- 
gents into the reaction vessel , said apparatus com- 55 
prising 

a) a carrier (11) holding an array of magnet el- 



ements (14-19); said carrier being rotatable 
about a rotation axis (51), 

b) said array of magnet elements (14-19) com- 
prising a first magnet element (14) and at least 
a second magnet element (15), 

said first and second magnet elements (14, 15) 
being positioned on the carrier (11) at different 
distances from the rotation axis (51) and the 
centers of the first magnet element (14) and of 
the second magnet element (15) lying on radii 
located at different azimuth angles, 
the carrier (11) and the array of magnet ele- 
ments (14-19) being so configured and dimen- 
sioned that 

by rotation of the carrier (11) the first magnet 
element (1 4) can be positioned close to the ex- 
ternal surface of a side wall of the reaction ves- 
sel (13) on one side thereof and at a first pre- 
determined height with respect to the bottom of 
the reaction vessel, and that 
by further rotation of the carrier (1 1 ) of a prede- 
termined angle the at least second magnet el- 
ement (1 5) can be positioned close to said ex- 
ternal surface of the side wall of the reaction 
vessel (13) at a second predetermined height 
with respect to the bottom of the reaction ves- 
sel, said second predetermined height being 
different from said first predetermined height, 
and 

c) means for selectively positioning said carrier 
(11) and thereby said array of magnet elements 
(14-19) at a plurality of predetermined angular 
positions. 

An apparatus for separating magnetic particles in 
suspension in a liquid contained in a reaction vessel 
of the type used in an automatic apparatus for 
processing biological samples, said processing in- 
cluding introducing a sample and one or more rea- 
gents into the reaction vessel, said apparatus com- 
prising 

a) a first carrier (11) holding a first array of mag- 
net elements (14-1 9); said first carrier being ro- 
tatable about a first rotation axis (51 ), 

b) a second carrier (12) holding a second array 
of magnet elements (24-29); said second car- 
rier being rotatable about a second rotation axis 
(52), 

c) said first and second carriers (11,12) being 
so connected with each other that rotation of 
one the carriers of a predetermined angle caus- 
es rotation of the other carrier of the same an- 
gle, 

d) each of said first and second arrays of mag- 
net elements comprising a first magnet element 
and at least a second magnet element, said first 
and second magnet elements being positioned 
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on the carrier at different distances from the ro- 
tation axis of the respective carrier of the array 
of magnet elements and the centers of the first 
magnet element and of the at least second 
magnet element lying on radii located at differ- 
ent azimuth angles, 

the carriers and the arrays of magnet elements 
being so configured and dimensioned that 
by rotation of the carriers one or more of the 
magnet elements of the first array of magnet 
elements (14-19) can be positioned close the 
external surface of the side wall of the reaction 
vessel (13) on one side thereof 
and/or 

one or more of the magnet elements of the sec- 
ond array of magnet elements (24-29) can be 
positioned close to the external surface of the 
side wall of the reaction vessel (1 3) on the op- 
posite side thereof, and that 
by further rotation of the carriers of a predeter- 
mined angle other magnet element or elements 
of the first array of magnet elements can be po- 
sitioned close to the external surface of the side 
wall of the reaction vessel (13) on one side 
thereof and/or 

other magnet element or elements of the sec- 
ond array of magnet elements can be posi- 
tioned close to the external surface of the side 
wall of the reaction vessel on the opposite side 
thereof, and 

e) means for selectively positioning said first 
and second carriers (11, 12) and thereby said 
first and second arrays of magnet elements 
(14-19, 24-29) at a plurality of predetermined 
angular positions. 

3. An apparatus for separating magnetic particles in 
suspension in a liquid contained in a reaction vessel 
of the type used in an automatic apparatus for 
processing biological samples, said processing in- 
cluding introducing a sample and one or more rea- 
gents into the reaction vessel, said apparatus com- 
prising 

a) a first carrier (11) holding a first array of mag- 
net elements (14-1 9); said first carrier being ro- 
tatable about a first rotation axis (51 ), 

b) a second carrier (12) holding a second array 
of magnet elements (24-29); said second car- 
rier being rotatable about a second rotation axis 
(52), 

c) said first and second carriers (11 , 12) being 
so -connected with each other that rotation of 
one the carriers of a predetermined angle caus- 
es rotation of the other carrier of the same an- 
gle, 

d) each of said first and second arrays of mag- 
net elements comprising a first magnet element 



and at least a second magnet element, 
said first and second magnet elements being 
positioned on the carrier which holds the array 
at different distances from the rotation axis of 

5 the carrier and the centers of the first magnet 

element and of the at least second magnet el- 
ement lying on radii located at different azimuth 
angles, said first and second carrier and the ar- 
rays of magnet elements they hold being so 

10 configured and dimensioned that by rotation of 

the carriers one or more of the magnet ele- 
ments of the first array of magnet elements 
(14-19) can be positioned close to the external 
surface of the side wall of the reaction vessel 

15 (13) on one side thereof , and that by further 

rotation of the carriers of a predetermined angle 
one or more of the magnet elements of the sec- 
ond array of magnet elements (24-29) can be 
positioned close to the external surface of the 

20 side wall of the reaction vessel (1 3) on the op- 

posite side thereof, 

whereby one or more magnet elements are al- 
ternatively positioned close to the external sur- 
face of the side wall of the reaction vessel (13) 

25 either on one side or on th e opposite side there- 

of, simultaneous positioning of magnet ele- 
ments close to the external surface of the side 
wall of the reaction vessel (1 3) on both sides 
thereof being excluded, and 

30 e) means for selectively positioning said first 

and second carriers (11, 12) and thereby said 
first and second arrays of magnet elements at 
a plurality of predetermined angular positions. 

35 4. An apparatus according to any of the preceding 
claims, wherein each of the magnet elements of 
said array or arrays of magnet elements comprises 
one or more magnets having the same width and 
the same azimuthal position on the carrier of the ar- 

40 ray. 

5. An apparatus according to any of the preceding 
claims, wherein the axis of rotation of the carrier, 
respectively of each of the carriers, intersects with 

45 the length axis of the reaction vessel (1 3) at a point 
located below the bottom of the reaction vessel. 

6. An apparatus according to any of claims 2 or 3, 
wherein the axis of rotation (51 , 52) of the carriers 

50 (11,12) form an angle which is in the range between 
5 and 10 degrees. 

7. An apparatus according to any of claims 2 or 3, 
wherein the carriers (62, 63) have a common axis 

55 of rotation. 

8. An apparatus according to any of the preceding 
claims, wherein said means for selectively position- 
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ing said carrier or carriers are apt to position said 
carrier or carriers at predetermined angular posi- 
tions which are selected according to a processing 
step to be carried out in that reaction vessel (13) 
and/or according to the amount of liquid in the re- s 
action vessel. 

An apparatus according to any of the preceding 
claims, wherein said plurality of predetermined an- 
gular positions include one position at which no io 
magnet element of said array or arrays of magnet 
elements is located close to any external surface of 
the reaction vessel (13). 



15 



20 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



55 



10 



EP 0 905 520 A1 



i 




Fig. 3 
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Fig. 5 
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